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The Foundation of the Statistical Section
of the British Association
for the Advancement of Science Revisited:
An Attempt at the External History of Economics
???????¤ ?
Inspired by the external-history programme proposed by Inoue
(1988a), this article seeks to reconsider the manner in which the British
Association for the Advancement of Science came to establish a statistical
section at its third meeting at Cambridge in 1833. As is well known,
this was realised as a \coup d'¶etat" through the initiative of Malthus,
Babbage, Jones, Whewell, and Quetelet, a Belgian mathematician who
was invited there by Whewell before setting forth the \physique sociale"
programme in his Sur l'homme (1835). Consulting his reports and
correspondences gives that by 1833, Quetelet had almost arrived at
that research programme ? a statistical view of man as the underlying
hypothesis of theoretical social inquiry ? paying much attention to
political economy as preoccupying that ¯eld of inquiry. The association,
however, decided to con¯ne the business of the new-born section to
collecting data and o®ering \the raw material" to political economy,
because it feared that theoretical approach to society would provoke
\party animosity" among its members. The price of this decision was
that an exception had to be made to the rule of the association:
its avowed aim at the unity of science by philosophical speculation
connecting all branches of science. As a result, the statistical section
and, in addition, the statistical societies that followed it were able to
only obtain and compile statistical data and had no impact on the
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